The main objective of the present study was to investigate the mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia. Five hundred and thirty six undergraduate students (282 girls, 254 boys) from public universities in Tehran participated in this study. Participants were asked to complete the Adult Attachment Inventory (AAI), the Farsi version of the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (FTAS-20), and Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ). The results illustrated a significant negative correlation between secure attachment style and alexithymia. Moreover, the results revealed a significant positive correlation between avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles with alexithymia. Regression analysis showed that both adaptive and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies, have a mediating role on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia. Secure and insecure attachment styles predicted changes in alexithymia through adaptive and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies in opposite directions. Based on these findings, it can be concluded that the mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia is partial.
. Secondly, deficits in regulating emotions can be followed by failure to identify and express the emotions (Dewitte et al., 2010; Kreitler, 2002) .
Emotion regulation refers to the ability to understand the emotions, to modulate experience and expression of emotions (Feldman-Barrett, Gross, Christensen, & Benvenuto, 2001; Gross, 1998 Gross, , 2001 ). Emotion regulation is wildly applied in all aspects of life from the early stages of mental development, and disturbance of emotions and their regulations has pathological consequences (Eisenberg, Fabes, Guthrie, & Reiser, 2000; Gross, 1998) .
Alexithymia is generally considered as a defect in emotion regulation (e.g., Kreitler, 2002) . Emotion regulation is a complicated process involving interactions between neurophysiological, motor-expressive and cognitive-experiential systems of emotion. Therefore, alexithymia appears in different forms such as inability to conceptualize emotions, inability to differentiate emotions, inability to conscious experience of emotions, and inability to describe stress which is transformed automatically to physical dysfunctions (Frawley & Smith, 2001 ).
Management and regulation of emotions are carried out base on multiple processes and techniques that can be used automatically or objectively, and consciously or unconsciously (Gross, 1998) . One of the main fields of emotion is regulation of the emotions in response to the stressors. In this field, emotion regulation strategies have been considered as coping strategies (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006; Garnefski, Kraaij, & Spinhoven, 2001 ). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external or internal demands which are beyond individuals' capabilities. Lazarus (1993) distinguished between problem-focused coping (trying to minimize distress through own modulation or the environment) and emotion-focused coping (use of cognitive coping strategies for changing the meaning of stressful events and decrease the consequence distress).
Both forms of copings are adaptive and the most useful coping approach is depending on the nature of the stressful situation (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004) . Accordingly, the emotional responses to stressful events can be regulated through the use of cognitive coping strategies (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) .
It is predicted that cognitive emotion regulation strategies in terms of their levels of adaptability can affect the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia. Based on theoretical considerations and research findings in the context of this study, the following hypotheses were tested:
1. There is a negative relationship between secure attachment style and alexithymia;
2. There is a positive relationship between avoidant attachment style and alexithymia;
3. There is a positive relationship between ambivalent attachment style and alexithymia; 4. Cognitive emotion regulation strategies have a mediating role on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia.
Method Participants and Procedure
Five hundred and fifty undergraduate students studying at public universities in Tehran participated in this study.
Undergraduate students of the public universities in Tehran, who had not a history of psychiatric disorder or illness requiring medical treatment, participated in the study voluntarily. Three questionnaires including the Adult Attachment Inventory (AAI; Besharat, 2011) , the Farsi version of the Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20 (FTAS-20; Bagby, Parker, & Taylor, 1994; Besharat, 2007) which indicate satisfactory test-retest reliability. Factor analysis identified that secure, avoidant, and ambivalent attachment styles were confirmed by the AAI (Besharat, 2011) . In the present study, Cronbach's alpha coefficients were .89, .87, and .83 for secure, avoidant, and ambivalent attachment styles, respectively. -20; Bagby et al., 1994 ) is a 20-item questionnaire with three subscales including difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Farsi version of the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (FTAS-20) -Toronto alexithymia scale (TAS
A total score of this scale is calculated by adding the three subscales' final score. Items in the TAS-20 subscales are evident in questions such as "When I am upset, I don't know if I am sad, scared, or angry", "It is difficult for me to describe how I feel about other people", and "I prefer to talk to people about their daily activities rather than their feelings" (Bagby et al., 1994) . Several studies investigated and confirmed the psychometric characteristics of the TAS-20 (Parker, Taylor, & Bagby, 2001 , 2003 Taylor & Bagby, 2000) . Adequate psychometric properties of the FTAS-20 have reported for Iranian populations (Besharat, 2007) . In the present study, Cronbach's alpha coefficients were .85, .83, .79 and .75 for alexithymia total score, difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings and externally oriented thinking, respectively.
Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ) -
The CERQ (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006 ) is a 18-item questionnaire that measures cognitive emotion regulation strategies in response to threatening and stressful life events on a five point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to five (always). The CERQ has nine subscales including self-blame, other blame, focus on thought/rumination, catastrophizing, putting into perspective, positive refocusing, positive reappraisal, acceptance, and refocus on planning (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006) . Items in the CERQ subscales are evident in questions such as "I think that basically the cause must lie within myself", "I keep thinking about how terrible it is what I have experienced", "I think about a plan of what I can do best", "I think I can learn something from the situation" (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006) ." Psychometric properties of the CERQ have been approved in several studies (Garnefski, Baan, & Kraaij, 2005; Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006 coefficients for subscales were from .67 to .89 (Besharat, 2012) . These coefficients confirm the internal consistency of the Farsi version of the CERQ. Test-retest reliability of the CERQ was calculated in a sample of 79 participants (43 women, and 36 men) in two times with an interval of two to four weeks and confirmed with correlation coefficients from .57 to .76 (Besharat, 2012) . The content validity was judged on the basis of eight psychologists' agreement and Kendall's coefficient was found from .81 to .92 for subscales. Cronbach's alpha coefficients for subscales of the Farsi version of the CERQ were from .73 to .87 for the present study.
Results Table 1 presents mean scores, standard deviations, and zero order correlations for all study variables. Results of independent t-test revealed no significant differences between boys and girls in secure attachment (t(534) =
.513, p = .41), avoidant attachment (t(534) = -1.89, p = .06), ambivalent attachment (t(534) = -1.13, p = .26), alexithymia (t(534) = -.82, p = .41), adaptive emotion regulation strategies (t(534) =1 .49, p = .14), and maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (t(534) = -1.80, p = .07). Based on this data, a secure attachment style was negatively correlated with alexithymia (confirming the first hypothesis of the study), and both avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles had a significant positive correlation with alexithymia (confirming the second and third research hypotheses). To measure the mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia, the four criteria of meditational model suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986) were tested:
analyses for adaptive and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies are presented in Tables 2 and 3, respectively. The results showed that when the adaptive strategies of the cognitive emotion regulation entered in the equation as a mediating variable, ß regression coefficient for secure attachment style was changed from -.67 to -.47. The Sobel test showed that the rate of change is significant (t = -7.81, p < .001), whereas secure attachment remained significant (t = -11.81, p < .001). Similar results were repeated for avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles ( Table 2 ). The results show that adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies mediate the relationship between avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles with alexithymia. This result confirms the fourth hypothesis. Two-step regression analyses of maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies is presented in Table 3 . The results showed that maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies play a mediating role, and change ß regression coefficient from -.67 to -.41 for secure attachment style. The Sobel test showed that the rate of change is significant (t = 13.45, p < .001), while secure attachment style still remained significant (t = -12.28, p < .001).
Similar results were repeated for avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles (Table 3 ). The results show that maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies have a mediating role in the relationship between avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles with alexithymia. This result confirms the fourth hypothesis.
Discussion
The present study had two main goals. The first goal was determining the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia. Secondly, the mediating role of adaptive and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia were tested. The results showed a significant negative correlation between secure attachment style and alexithymia. In addition, there was a positive significant relationship between avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles with alexithymia. Accordingly, the first three research hypotheses are confirmed. The results of this study are consistent with the findings of previous research (Besharat, 2010; Fonagy et al., 2002; Karukivi et al., 2011; Montebarocci et al., 2004) and can be explained by several possible explanations.
First of all, mother-infant interactions influence children's ability to recognize, describe, and regulate emotions (e.g., Bowlby, 1988; Waters et al., 2000) . The attachment figure's characteristics such as availability, sensitivity, and responsiveness, provide a main ground for development of emotion regulation strategies (Bowlby, 1969; Calkins & Fox, 2002; Dewitte et al., 2010; Roque & Veríssimo, 2011; Vallotton & Ayoub, 2011) . Immune interactions of mother (caregiver)-infant can provide a secure base for children in which they can organize the experiences as well as cope with distresses by using emotion regulation strategies. Insecure interactions between mothers (caregiver)-infant, on the other hand, can unsafe this base and makes the emotion regulation difficult. According to attachment theory, emotional defenses related to insecure attachment inhibit processing of emotional information and block awareness of feelings and decisions in themselves and others (Bowlby, 1969 (Bowlby, , 1988 Carrère & Bowie, 2012; Roque & Veríssimo, 2011) . Maladaptive emotion regulation strategies can be a good example of these emotional defenses and emotional inhibitions. These explanations are consistent with previous findings that confirmed the impact of inadequate interactions of mother (caregiver)-infant in the development of insecure attachment styles (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969 Bowlby, , 1988 Vallotton & Ayoub, 2011) , and alexithymia (Besharat, 2010; Karukivi et al., 2011; Kreitler, 2002) .
The results showed that both adaptive and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies mediated the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia. Given that this mediating role was partial, it can be concluded that part of the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia can be applied by cognitive emotion regulation strategies. Managing and regulating emotions are set through the use of cognitive coping strategies (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) . These strategies may be adaptive (e.g., putting into perspective, positive refocusing, positive reappraisal, acceptance, refocus on planning) or maladaptive (e.g., selfblame, other-blame, focus on thought, catastrophizing; Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006) . Secure attachment style as a main influential factor in the development of emotion regulation abilities (Bowlby, 1969; Calkins & Fox, 2002; Carrère & Bowie, 2012; Roque & Veríssimo, 2011) , provides recognizing, expressing and exchanging emotions in social and affective relationships through adaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies. In contrast, insecure attachment styles destroy the potential developmental opportunities to gain and learning the emotion regulation skills within the relationship of mother-child and child-environment thorough maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies. Also, this situation weakens an ability to identify, express and exchange emotions. Research findings (Besharat, 2007; Mikulincer & Florian, 2001) have shown that people with secure, avoidant and ambivalent attachment styles apply different strategies to regulate emotions and processing emotional information. People with secure attachment style use those emotional regulation strategies that minimize stress and activate positive emotions (Mikulincer & Florian, 2001; Morley & Moran, 2011) . While, people with insecure attachment styles tend to follow those emotional regulation strategies that emphasize the negative emotions and repressed emotional experiences (avoidant) and experiencing situations more stressful (ambivalent; Morley & Moran, 2011) .
Limitations
The present study have several limitations that must be considered. The cross-sectional design of the study does not allow to draw conclusions about the directions of causality between attachment, alexythimia, and cognitive emotion regulation strategies. Future longitudinal studies need to be conducted in order to clarify this important issue. Although care was taken to use valid instruments for measuring attachment styles and emotion regulation strategies, both measures might have some shortcomings. The former is suffering from a simple approach dividing attachment styles in three categories and the latter has limited emotion regulation strategies to coping strategies with stress. Therefore, it is important that future studies employ different measures in order to get more reliable findings concerning the research variables. The results of the present study were based upon a sample of undergraduate students. One should be cautious in generalizing the results to other populations. Attachment may interact with other variables to produce positive or negative consequences. It would be of value to investigate mediating and moderating effects of variables such as early maladaptive schemas, metacognitive beliefs, and interpersonal problems.
Implications
Nonetheless, findings of the present study may have important implications. First, the findings of this study confirm the assumption of attachment theory in regards to the role of attachment styles and internal working models in regulation of emotions and affects. From this point of view, emotion regulation mechanisms are not considered merely intrapersonal processes. They are developed within the mother-infant interactions then spread to other areas of interpersonal and social relationships.
Furthermore, confirmation of the mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between attachment styles and alexithymia can serve the integrity of assumptions of attachment and personality theories. Findings of the present study provide new ideas and assumptions about the determinants of alexithymia.
These determinants (attachment styles and cognitive emotion regulation strategies) not only cause theoretical enrichment of alexithymia, but also strengthen the relationship between theories of attachment and alexithymia.
The practical implications of these findings could be developing educational programs within the parent-child relationship. Moreover, managing emotions and interventional programs can be another practical implication. Last but not least, treatment programs based on interpersonal relationships in terms of client-client (like spouses) and client-therapist relations. 
